conditions-including intellectual disability (another name for mental retardation), cerebral palsy, and autism-represents a kind of diversity that is seldom included or celebrated in classroom discussions of differences. In fact, literature that features characters with developmental disabilities invites rich classroom conversation about these markers of diversity.
Often, however, even in today's adolescent and young adult fiction, characters who are portrayed as having developmental disabilities are depicted stereotypically instead of realistically. These inaccurate portrayals, along with accurate ones, need to be examined by adolescent readers-readers who are building their own catalogues of criteria regarding human behavior and the human condition as they develop their own value systems. Teachers can introduce adolescents to fictitious portrayals of characters with developmental disabilities in books and movies, and help them analyze and evaluate these characters. In so doing, they are helping their students explore their own attitudes and assumptions regarding these types of significant disabilities.
A Research Project Emerges from Teacher Educators' Conversations
We three, colleagues who work in the two areas of English Education and Special Education, talk often about the roles of K-12 special education teachers in general education classrooms. Not long ago, we Literature instruction in middle and high school classrooms can be a powerful vehicle for helping adolescents learn about the human experience (Applebee, 1993) . Books and movies that feature characters who live with developmental disabilities can expand readers' understandings and insights about the lives of those who live with these disabling conditions. Developmental disability, which is defined as a specific category of disability that comprises more severe noticed that our informal conversations often circled around the question of how and when the university students in our special education teacher preparation program-those who would soon teach children and adolescents in K-12 classrooms-developed their perceptions and understandings of a key component of their specialized education: developmental disabilities. We wondered if they were drawn to special education because they had life experiences with people who live with disabilities, or if they relied primarily on media depictions to inform them about life for those with developmental disabilities and their families/ caretakers. In order to find answers to our questions, we decided to engage in a three-pronged project. First, we determined that we would find out more about the special education (or Education for Exceptional Students) preservice teachers' recollections regarding how they learned about developmental disabilities. We would probe especially the role of books and movies in informing their understanding, using a survey and an essay that preservice teachers in Education for Students with Exceptionalities (ESE, or Special Education) would complete. Next, we would develop a guide to help our ESE preservice teachers (and practicing teachers of all subject areas) evaluate, select, and teach works of fiction that include characters who have developmental disabilities. Finally, in order to increase attention to diversity and deepen understanding, we would provide teachers of all content areas with some initial resources to help them include more award-winning books that depict characters with disabilities in their classroom collections.
We enlisted the help of a cohort of 40 preservice ESE teachers to explore how contemporary books and films shape their attitudes and beliefs about individuals with developmental disabilities. The preservice teachers, most of whom were in their initial semester in the special education major, answered a survey and wrote an essay about their early experiences with books and movies and about the impact that those had on their current beliefs and assumptions about developmental disabilities. We compiled the survey responses and coded the essays for common themes in order to develop a picture of how the preservice teachers' early attitudes were shaped by the depictions of fictitious characters.
After we examined teacher preparation materials 
Positive but Inaccurate
The preservice teachers' perceptions have been influenced by fiction in which characters who have developmental disabilities are portrayed in a positive storyline or theme, yet they think that the depiction of the disability is implausible or presented through stereotypes. The eponymous character of Forrest Gump (Finerman, Tisch, Newirth, & Zemeckis, 1994 ) is an example. He is someone most of us would like to meet, but his blend of guilelessness, humility, trustworthiness, intelligence, and perseverance despite some cognitive limitations are unlikely.
Individuals with disabilities possess special powers (e.g., can save the world). Individuals with disabilities can be cured and become geniuses. People with disabilities are more generous with their time than other people. People with disabilities can work hard to overcome or outgrow most of them.
Negative but Accurate
Preservice teachers recall the impact of fiction in which characters' disabilities lead to their being portrayed as negative people in the story (a focus is on the character's limitations, instead of what they can do, for example), even though the author accurately describes the developmental disabilities. Many preservice teachers commented on the power of Rainman and its portrayal of a savant with pity for his limitations instead of celebration for his strengths.
Having a mental disability is difficult for the individual. Parents are often overprotective of their child with mental retardation. Having a child with mental retardation is difficult for the entire family. Individuals with disabilities often become objects of ridicule.
Negative and Inaccurate
Several students remarked on fictitious characters who have developmental disabilities but who, instead of being fully drawn as people, are assigned negative stereotypes commonly associated with having a disability. The most obvious popular example named by preservice teachers is in the movie Dumb and Dumber . Individuals with disabilities are scary and dangerous. Individuals with disabilities are childlike and weird. Individuals with disabilities are helpless and need constant supervision. Individuals with disabilities are mischievous. Individuals with disabilities are non-social. People with disabilities are depressed even if they act happy. This range of differences in interpretations is apparent in the preservice teachers' responses to canonical literature as well as popular movies. Of Mice and Men , which is cited more often than any other book by study participants, received strong responses in terms of the message it presents regarding the negative portrayal of a man with mental retardation through the depiction of the character Lennie. Notice the variety of interpretations offered in the following excerpts from participants' comments about this often-taught literary work:
"In Of Mice and Men, Lennie , , , acts just like a child, , , , who does not know his own strength, which ends up being very, very dangerous. This is one of the reasons why I was scared of these particular people. I feared that they would try to touch me or grab me in some way and not realize their own strength or what they were doing." "In Of Mice and Men , , , [the] story perpetuates society's belief that [people with MR] are dangerous b/c they do not know what they are doing and could potentially hurt someone. Growing up and even now, I love to watch Looney Tunes cartoons, but it wasn't until I read Of Mice and Men that I really understood the joke behind the character that always says, "Which way did he go, George, which way did he go?" It is just now hitting me how those cartoons are portraying people with MR in such a negative light." "I remember reading Of Mice and Men in junior high school. When having the discussion about . . . Lennie, everyone in my class viewed him as a criminal, but I saw otherwise. . . . I have always been a shy student and usually never express my opinion in class discussions, and this was the first time I remember disagreeing and expressing how I felt . . . . I felt that Lennie . . . didn't know how to act and he didn't understand the difference between right and wrong; it's something that he needed to have been taught and he wasn't, so therefore it wasn't his fault that he killed the girl."
These mixed interpretations demonstrate the wealth of possibilities that responses to characters with developmental disabilities offer to both students and teachers. Teachers can use literary texts, including movies and books, to examine with our students the problems and stereotypes promulgated by inaccurate and insensitive character portrayals, but we can also discuss the accurate character portrayals that often reveal realities of living with physical, cognitive, emotional, and social differences. More specific ideas for teaching texts that include attention to characters with developmental disabilities are found in the Appendix, which contains our "Teacher's Guide for 
Recommendations for Teachers
It is important to take advantage of the real impact that books and films have on preservice teachers' early ideas about people with developmental disabilities, regardless of the content areas for which they are preparing. This understanding creates ideas about how books and movies might be built into middle and high school curricula so that teachers can lead students to explore the depiction of characters with developmental disabilities in meaningful, informed ways. Some misconceptions and negative experiences can be avoided through teacher-led instruction across all content areas, in both regular and special classes. In addition, a better understanding and acceptance of developmental disabilities, and of people who have them, may emerge among middle and high school students.
One of the benefits of using literature in the general education curriculum, as well as in the special education curriculum, is that through discussions of texts in which characters with developmental disabilities are presented, honest, direct, informational classroom conversations about perceptions and preconceived notions can occur. It is during those discussions that myths can be dispelled and information can be introduced to replace suspicion and fear. To this end, we have developed a simple guide that teachers of all subject areas can use. Our goal is to assist all teachers and students in broadening their understanding of the lives of people with developmental disabilities.
This guide consists of two parts. Part I is the evaluation rubric, which incorporates suggestions from two fields of research: literature that promotes inclusion (Andrews, 1998; Landrum, 1998 Landrum, /1999 Nasatir, 2002; Prater, Dyches, & Johnstun, 2006) , and literature that addresses selection criteria for adolescent and adult literature (American Library Association, 2008). Part II is a list of learning objectives based on the findings of our inquiry. The objectives in Part II are offered to assist teachers in accomplishing some of the important goals for literature instruction identified by Applebee (1993) .
Part I: Evaluation Rubric
Use the following rubric in any content area to evaluate adolescent and young adult fiction that includes individuals who have developmental disabilities.
Teachers who are unsure of 1/3 or more of these criteria (that is, 13 or more responses) might want to ask a second rater, particularly one who specializes in ESE, to evaluate the text using this rubric. Note, too, that fiction that is first introduced to students in subject areas outside of language arts classes in order to familiarize them with characters who have disabilities should, ideally, present both positive and accurate portrayals of people who live with developmental disabilities. As adolescent readers/viewers become more aware of characteristics of disabilities and are able to recognize skillful, accurate depictions, they will be ready to engage in more challenging discussions of problems associated with inaccurate and stereotyped portrayals. Format is appealing for young adults; sophisticated instead of childish.
Illustrations and images are realistic and/or appropriate.
Illustrations and images show the distinctive personality of the character with a disability. (They do not appear stereotypically alike, as if all people with disabilities look the same.)
Illustrations and images show the character with a disability actively involved in the environment.
Characterization (Andrews, 1998; Landrum, 1998 Landrum, /1999 Nasatir, 2002; Prater, Dyches, & Johnstun, 2006) Focuses on common traits of all people while showing human qualities of people with disabilities.
The character with the disability possesses dynamic qualities and is not only defined by his/her disability.
Character accepts his/her own disability and focuses on his/ her abilities.
Characters with and without disabilities use correct terminology when referring to the disability itself.
Meaningful interactions exist among characters with and without disabilities.
The character is not presented as a stereotyped case (e.g. violent, laughable, asexual, a burden, pitiable, etc).
A positive portrayal of character's strengths exists.
Character is portrayed as confident and able to make own decisions.
Character is accepted by peers.
A balance of roles exists between the character with a disability and characters without a disability.
Literary Style (American Library Association, 2008 , Andrews, 1998 Prater et al., 2006) Person-first language is used appropriately (e.g. "a boy with mental retardation" instead of "the mentally retarded boy").
Terms used to describe characters and settings are appropriate.
Language/vocabulary is appropriate for adolescents/clear style/appropriate vocabulary.
The narrative and dialogue portraying characters with disabilities is appropriate for age of reader.
Descriptions provide colorful imagery without being lengthy.
Dialogue among characters is genuine.
Catches interest within first 10 pages. Association, 2008; Andrews, 1998; Landrum, 1998 Landrum, /1999 Nasatir, 2002; Prater et al., 2006) The character with the disability plays a major role in the plot.
Plot (American Library
The character's disability is naturally revealed throughout the plot.
The plot highlights the abilities of the character (not just disabilities).
Plot is realistic/believable (e.g., character with a disability is not portrayed as a superhero, the character is not cured, parents are not saints, etc.).
The plot shows the character with a disability having similar life experiences as peers without disabilities (e.g., similar conflicts, similar goals, similar likes, etc.).
Accurate information regarding the disability is provided throughout the plot.
All characters are well developed.
Interesting plot throughout story.
Dialogue and action are used to develop the plot.
Uses humor appropriately.
Plot progresses in a chronological order.
Setting (Prater et al., 2006) The setting allows the character with the disability to be included in society (school, work, recreation).
Portrays up-to-date practices regarding living with disabilities.
Accurate historical/current perspective of people with disabilities living within society.
Theme (American Library Association, 2008; Andrews, 1998; Prater et al., 2006) The theme teaches a valuable lesson about interacting with people with disabilities.
The theme rectifies a stereotype/myth about people with disabilities.
The theme is familiar and appealing to young adults (making friends, parental conflicts, sibling conflicts, dating, school issues, etc.). (Prater et al., 2006) Written from the perspective of the character with a disability. 
Point of View

Positive and accurate dePictions
Teachers who are interested in how students study a work of fiction such as the movie Radio (Gains, Robbins, & Tollin, 2003) , in which characters with intellectual disabilities are depicted positively and accurately, might incorporate the following two general objectives:
• The learner will recognize positive accurate portrayals of individuals with intellectual disabilities.
• The learner will discuss the societal importance of positive accurate portrayals of individuals with intellectual disabilities within the media.
A note here: For many teachers in content areas outside of English language arts, the idea of increasing a classroom library by adding texts that include characters who have developmental disabilities may be daunting. The best place to start will be with books that have both literary quality and accurate portrayals, such as those identified by the annual Schneider Family Book Awards. These awards, which include categories for young children, middle schoolers, and teens, honor authors (or illustrators) whose books embody "an artistic expression of the disability experience for child and adolescent audiences." (Please see "Other Resources for Teachers and Teacher Educators" below for more information on these and other recommended books.) Recent Schneider Family Book Award recipients that can complement a collection on developmental disabilities include the following titles.
• Rules by Cynthia Lord (Scholastic) features a 12-year-old and her brother, who has autism, and a paraplegic and nonverbal teenager whom she meets. Teachers of middle and high school students who are interested in having their students study fiction that portrays a character with disabilities in a negative yet accurate way, as Of Mice and Men does, might implement these general objectives:
• The learner will discuss the impact on society (for both people with and without disabilities) of negative yet accurate portrayals of individuals with intellectual disabilities within the media.
• The learner will discuss how challenges for people who have developmental disabilities could be managed to lead a fulfilling life.
A note here: The study participants' comments about negative yet accurate portrayals of people with disabilities echo a point also made in Beirne-Smith The message that is most important, though, is that all texts that feature characters with developmental disabilities offer opportunities for class discussion.
types, or "disablisms" associated with disabilities; they contrast those films with a group of films that "accurately portray a person with mental retardation" (Beirne-Smith et al., 2006, p. 48) . The pairing is a useful resource for teachers across content areas, serving as a quick reference that can be continually annotated with new movies that introduce characters who have developmental disabilities.
inaccurate dePictions (Positive or negative)
Opportunities for teaching abound when texts contain inaccurate depictions of individuals with intellectual disabilities. Inaccurate, dismissive, stereotypical, or other problematic depictions of disabilities in fiction can be useful in helping students understand issues associated with disabilities. Through classroom discussion, writing, and dramatic activities that highlight problems in inaccurate portrayals, students can gain a deeper understanding and appreciation for human experience and diversity. Following are a pair of general objectives that might be useful with the study of these texts.
• The learner will discuss how inaccurate portrayals of individuals with disabilities within the media produce negative consequences in society (for people with and without disabilities).
• The learner will demonstrate knowledge of common stereotypes given to individuals with intellectual disabilities and why these stereotypes are harmful.
Texts that present positive stories with accurate portrayals of all characters, such as the uplifting and inspiring movie Radio (Gains et al., 2003) , are likely to pose few pedagogical problems. However, those that present negative stories, even if the portrayal of characters with developmental disabilities is accurate, still offer rich instructional opportunities. Sad or ambiguous endings, or ones in which a character with a developmental disability is unable to achieve her wishes, are often difficult for adolescent readers to tolerate, but offer many opportunities for teaching about character development while also teaching about specific characteristics of developmental disabilities. Many find that the motion picture What's Eating Gilbert Grape ) is representative of this "negative but accurate" category.
Even texts that are negative in terms of story line and inaccurate, as noted earlier, provide grist for exploring, and exploding, societal stereotypes about people who have disabilities, and can present opportunities for rich class discussions. The movie Dumb and Dumber , mentioned by one study participant as having an influence on his preconceived notions of mental retardation, comes to mind as representative of this category. The message that is most important, though, is that all texts that feature characters with developmental disabilities offer opportunities for class discussion. We have found that even the books and films that present negative and stereotyped views of a character with Down Syndrome, for exampletexts that we first thought we could not include on a list for teachers-can be very useful. Why? Because those books and movies open up spirited conversations about how people really feel, about those with differences, about what society's expectations are for teenagers who have Down Syndrome and the bases of those expectations. Even bad texts, if used to teach about how poorly informed many people in society have been, can have a place in classrooms.
conclusions
Our collaboration was driven by the question, "How does literature shape the early ideas about disability of prospective teachers of special education?" In order to answer this question, we asked a cohort of 40 prospective ESE teachers to share with us their memories of experiences with literature and movies that feature characters who have disabilities. Our analysis suggests that experiences with fiction, both books and movies, shape beliefs through depictions about disability. The depictions that are recalled can be organized conceptually into four categories: positive and accurate; positive but inaccurate; negative and accurate; and negative but inaccurate. We suggest that works of fiction that fall into any of these categories can be used by teachers to help their students understand disability. To that end, we have offered this guide for middle and high school teachers across content areas that focuses on how to use fiction to foster understanding of disability as a valuable form of human difference, or valuable human diversity.
Other Resources for Teachers and Teacher Educators
We conclude by offering additional resources that teachers and teacher educators might find useful: The Schneider Family Book Awards, presented by the American Library Association; the Dolly Gray Award, presented by the Council for Exceptional Children's Division on Developmental Disabilities and Special Needs; and the International Board on Books for Young People's Document Centre of Books for Disabled Young People. Each of these three recognitions gives teachers a place to start when seeking books that present individuals who live with disabilities-in other words, a place to start a conversation with students.
schneider Family book awards
In 2003, the American Library Association established the Schneider Family Book Awards to honor authors and illustrators of books for young adults and children that portray individuals living with a physical, mental, or emotional disability. These books should always be considered for inclusion in collections about disabilities. Each year an award is given in three categories: birth through grade school (age 0-10), middle school (age 11-13), and teens (age 13-18). Criteria for the Schneider Family Book Awards include:
• Must portray the disability as part of a full life, not as something to be pitied or overcome, and written so that children and adolescents can understand and appreciate the theme.
• Committee members will consider interpretation of the special needs theme or concept, presentation of information including accuracy, clarity, and organization, development of a plot, delineation of characters, delineation of setting, and appropriateness of style.
• For a picturebook entry, the committee will make its decision primarily on the quality of the illustration, but other components of the book will be considered. The committee will consider excellence of presentation for a child and/or adolescent audience. In identifying a distinguished picturebook for children, committee members will consider excellence of execution in the artistic technique employed; excellence of pictorial interpretation of a special needs story, theme, or concept; appropriateness of style of illustration to the story, theme or concept; delineation of plot, theme, characters, setting, mood, or information through the pictures.
• The format and typeface must be appropriate, clear and free of typographical errors. 
